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The pernicious effects of reading penny dreadfuls had always been a favourite topic of Victorian cultural commentators, and by the last few decades of the century -although the genre itself was being rapidly transformed by developments in cheap publishing -it grew to be a constant and familiar refrain. In the quarterlies and reviews penny dreadfuls were condemned (and occasionally defended), blamed for every occurrence of juvenile crime, and subjected to disapproving sociological and literary analyses. The emphasis by the 1880s had, along with the publishers' target market, shifted squarely to lower-class boys: the act of reading penny literature was equated with unwholesome eating habits, with the consumption of 'poison' -as damaging to the mental constitution as a poor diet was to the physical. 1 And the epidemic was one of national proportions.
But whence came this huge audience of millions? The answer, so late in the century, was likely to be: from the Board schools. Elementary education was still at the experimental stage, observers complained, 'and one of the first lessons from the experiment is that when we have taught small boys and girls to read, their natural inclination will often be to read what is not good for them'. 2 Any discussion of reading brought in its wake the issue of popular schooling: articles with titles like 'Elementary Education and the Decay of Literature' began to pepper the pages of the reviews. 3 The errand-boy had learned to read in the classroom, but its barren literary fare had left his appetite for fiction unsatisfied, and his imagination was starved by the fact-cramming exigencies of the three Rs system. The link between juvenile reading practices and the shortfalls of compulsory primary education was 2 rediscovered again and again. Campaigners for elementary curriculum reform were quick to seize upon the connection: the memorisation-based system, they argued, may have extended literacy, but it prevented the formation of good reading habits. Board school graduates, if they read at all, inevitably turned to penny fiction. They had access to free libraries, but they preferred 'garbage' to 'wholesome or delicate food', and this 'addiction to low and vitiating forms of reading' was fed by a rising supply. 4 More than one author remarked that a generation before penny dreadfuls had been neither as numerous nor as directly targeted at
boys.
To what extent this picture was a cultural construct -as opposed to an accurate reflection of the reality of the lower-class reading experience -is difficult to determine. Some of the observations have in fact been confirmed by modern scholarship -both on the changing economics of popular publishing and on the nature of Victorian state education. But it is equally easy to disprove other assumptions by pointing to autodidacts' accounts of finding inspiration in the Board school reading books, or of using penny dreadfuls as a ladder to higher forms of literature. As even conservative commentators admitted, 'If to acquire a taste for reading is a good thing by itself, it may be accounted something even that [children] should read "penny dreadfuls." The large number of readers of sensational fiction who do not become criminals may yet rise on stepping-stones of their dead selves to Stevenson or proved their capacity to "read a passage from one of Shakespeare's historical plays, or from some other standard author, or from a history of England" as demanded by Standard VI'. 15 If the more gifted children had little to fear from penny dreadfuls because they were already educated enough to appreciate 'healthy literature', those who were let down by the system were even less likely to be tempted by something they barely had the skills to consume.
But whatever the actual reader experience may have been, the cultural construct it gave rise to deserves to be considered on its own terms. The observations that follow are based on a close reading of over fifteen articles spanning the period from 1870 -the year of
Forster's landmark Education Act -to 1901 -the end of the Victorian era and the year before the passage of the equally monumental 1902 Act, which abolished the Board schools, established the Local Education Authorities and put the provision of secondary education for the working classes on the national agenda. There were, of course, more than fifteen articles, but the extent of repetition over the thirty year span, both with regard to complaints and to proposed remedies, and the fact that some articles published decades apart actually came from the same pen (Francis Hitchman, Thomas Wright), make even a random selection at least partially representative. 16 The publication venues ranged from Macmillan's to the Mall Gazette, and one of the first of the late-Victorian social explorers, who dressed as a tramp and slept in workhouses in order to gather material for his journalism thirty-five years before Jack London and sixty-five years before Orwell, also pitched into the debate about the 'Penny Awfuls'. What all these people had in common was a concern with the link between lower-class schooling and reading experience, and the belief, as one article in the Nineteenth Century phrased it, that 'the instruction imparted through the Board school has not superinduced any large amount of reading, except in a shape contemptible and worthless'. 18 It was not sufficient to teach children how to read, Greenwood wrote: the newly set-up London
School Board should also have been empowered 'to root up and for ever banish from the paths of its pupils those dangerous weeds of literature that crop up in such rank luxuriance on every side to tempt them'. 19 Teaching reading was not difficult, guiding pupils away from the tempting and dazzling dreadfuls that beset them on every side to more 'wholesome and profitable' matter was the more necessary task.
Despite the diversity of their backgrounds, most of these critics were in some way "choice" to a stark contrast between the elevating and the corrupting was both misleading and perceptive'. 30 For a penny one could already get a reprinted classic or an improving monthly as readily as a dreadful -and the children knew it. Joseph Stamper, an iron-moulder-novelist, had to '"ponder whether to buy Thomas à Kempis or Deadwood Dick'", 31 and in his autobiography he gave an overview of the wholesome literature on offer to the youthful working-class consumer:
Maybe to neutralise the Penny Dreadful, Cassells brought out the Penny
Classics. These had a bluish-green cover and were world famous novels in abridged form, but sixty or seventy pages. And W. T. Stead brought out the Penny Poets. The covers of these were pimply surface-paper, a bright orange colour, and they contained selections from Longfellow, Tennyson, Keats, and many others. I first read Hiawatha and Evangeline in the Penny Poets and thought them marvellous; so marvellous that I began to write 'poetry' myself.
Stead also brought out another penny book; this had a pink cover and contained selections from the ancient classics: stories from Homer, the writings of Pliny the younger, Aesop's Fables. 32 In the very year that Chisholm penned his plea, 1895, W. T. Stead started his famous Library of Penny Poets, Novels, and Prose Classics, and he was by no means the first in the field.
But if publishers were the answer, the schools were the problem. In an 1890 review of penny fiction, ranging from old favourites like Spring-Heeled Jack, Sweeney Todd, and We have been 'educating our masters' in the three Rs for nearly twenty years, and some of us are beginning to ask, to what use they have put that painful training in the rudiments which has cost the country so much solid money.
The natural inquiry is, what do they read? Not indeed that they read much.
The modern system of education, with the pressure of impending examinations for ever weighing upon teachers and children, is admirably adapted to prevent the youth of the period from troubling itself greatly about literature in any form.
But after he has left school at thirteen, 'the working lad finds that the enterprising publishers Alderman should constantly have to adjudicate in cases for which these books are directly responsible.
33
Even commentators like Thomas Wright, who did not endorse the view that penny reading led to juvenile crime, agreed that 'the cram system, at its present high-pressure pitch', contributed to a hatred for real books and increased susceptibility to the widely advertised penny dreadful or serial. Compared with the age before the Education Acts, the number of subjects had increased, the workload was heavy enough to 'bewilder' the brain, and schoolboys no longer had the time or the stamina to pursue outside reading. 34 As a school visitor, Wright may have been echoing contemporary concerns about 'overpressure': a scare of the mid 1880s which attributed child death and insanity to overwork in the Board schools.
But the cramming system was being condemned from all sides: the conservative Chisholm expressed the prevailing view when he claimed that its only purpose was to 'gain prestige for the school (and the headmaster) at the examinations'. These older general readers -the only kind of textbook millions of children had access to for most of the Victorian period 38 -were 'patchwork' concoctions, not 'incentives to higher forms of reading [but] the task-work reading of the school'. 39 So if on the streets tales of crime and violence were to be challenged by easily accessible high quality romances from big-name novelists, in the schoolroom scrappy reading books had to be replaced by whole literature classics. Wright was predicting a trend: towards the end of the century educational publishers did begin to issue abridged or edited texts of nineteenth-century novels for school use. They were not often read continuously or for their own sake: 'The interest of the narrative', Wright pointed out, was 'necessarily … impaired by being read not only in piecemeal, but, so to speak, in sandwich fashion -between, say, slices of grammar and arithmetic'. But even when employed for boring dictation lessons, the impression they made, Wright claimed, was great enough to 'create a taste for reading', and to inspire some students to pursue it outside the classroom. Such books could also be used to make other subjects, like geography or history, more interesting: 'a cut-and-dried geographical lesson-book' was less effective, Wright argued, than an 'illustration of the voyages of Robinson Crusoe'. 40 The argument eventually bore fruit: Rose refers to one early twentieth-century teacher 'who disregarded the timetable that prescribed one hour each for history, geography, and English.
Long before the word "interdisciplinarity" had been invented, he taught them all together as one subject'. 41 There were probably many others like him. boarding Schools or at home, Chisholm pointed out, Board school pupils were raised in an environment without discipline. Teachers had no authority outside school and were afraid to enforce discipline within it, parents had no time or desire to control their children at home.
Something had to be done to equalize the chances of the neglected Board school children with their more fortunate brothers at the Public schools.... the State must recognize that its responsibilities are not finished when it compels children to come and be taught. If we only teach them how to read stuff which poisons their minds we are doing them a wrong, and it is our duty to prevent that to the best of our power.
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The answer was to make Board schools into imitation Public Schools, with houses, team games, 'a regular system of moral and religious training', and the rest of the paraphernalia, including the 'intervention of Dr. Stick, of whose valuable ministrations our modern sentimentalists fight so uncommonly shy'. Greater involvement by the teachers in the moulding of the 'new generation of the lower class' on the lines of Public School masters was a prerequisite. 'When one thinks of what the teachers might make of the Board schools, it is not difficult to imagine a healthier state of things among the children, which would of itself go far to counteract the morbid influences of sensational fiction'. 44 In other words, if you wanted lower-class boys to stop reading penny dreadfuls you had to transplant them to an upper-class environment. This kind of solution could never be tested in practice, but it would, ironically enough, be tested many times in the imagination of the lower-class boys in question, and teachers would have nothing to do with it. For if a Public School ethos did eventually permeate the boys' lives, it was through the school stories found in the Amalgamated Press penny and halfpenny papers, in particular Frank Richards' stories in the Gem and the Magnet. These taught Frederick Willis 'to be "very loyal" to the headmaster and teachers at his old Board school: "We were great readers of school stories, from which we learnt that boys of the higher class boarding schools were courageous, honourable, and chivalrous, and steeped in the traditions of the school and loyalty to the country. We tried to mould our lives according to this formula … the constant effort did us a lot of good."' 45 Robert Roberts shared the experience: 'Through the Old School we learned to admire guts, integrity, tradition'. So did numerous other boys whose testimonies Rose adduces, 46 and whose involvement stretched beyond imitation of the characters' lingo and body language to the absorption of a 'moral code': 'Over the years these simple tales conditioned the thought of a whole generation of boys. The public school ethos, distorted into myth and sold among us weekly in penny numbers, for good or ill, set ideals and standards.' 47 The worlds of the Board school and the Public School were light years apart, but unfamiliar realities could still be emulated if they were presented in the familiar format of the boys'
paper. This type of identification may not have resulted in a 'common schoolboy culture that … transcended class', as Rose opines, but it certainly proved that the reading habits condemned by critics could produce the most unexpected results. 48 Working-class pupils
were not cured of their addiction to penny fiction by the salutary influence of a Public School environment: on the contrary, it was only through penny fiction that they gained access to it.
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